
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
  
 
 
 

Characteristics of Discrimination and Harassment 

Characteristics of Discrimination 

Discrimination is treating people differently because of who they are, where they come from, or 
the groups they belong to. Discrimination in a VISTA service setting is illegal when it targets a 
person or group based on such non-merit factors as race, gender or religion, also known as 
protected classes, which the Corporation for National and Community Service defines as the 
following: 
•	 Race, color, or national origin 
•	 Sex/gender 
•	 Disability (physical or mental) 
•	 Age 
•	 Religion 
•	 Political affiliation 
•	 Sexual orientation 

Illegal discrimination: 
•	 BOTH targets a person or group because of a difference AND singles them out for different 

treatment 
•	 May be a one-time occurrence or part of an ongoing pattern 
•	 Can happen to anyone 

Characteristics of Harassment 

Harassment is verbal and/or non-verbal communication relating to an individual’s gender, age, 
race, ethnicity, religion, or any other non-merit basis. Behavior is harassment when it is severe 
and pervasive and interferes with a VISTA’s performance, creating an intimidating, hostile or 
offensive service environment. Harassment includes but is not limited to 
•	 Explicit or implicit demands for sexual favors 
•	 Pressure for one’s company 
•	 Unwelcome persistent letters, phone calls, emails or other media  
•	 Distribution or display of offensive material 
•	 Offensive looks, gestures; physical encroachment, or threatening behavior 

Illegal harassment: 
•	 Includes – but is not limited to – sexual harassment 
•	 Can be spoken words or unspoken actions 
•	 Is more than just annoying or uncomfortable behavior  
•	 Generally happens over a period of time 
•	 Creates a hostile, intimidating, or offensive service environment 
•	 Prevents a VISTA from serving effectively 
•	 Can happen to anyone 


